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Comment Response 

14-01 The planning team developed a range of alternatives in response to issues raised 
during scoping (Chapter 1, Issues).  Rationale for the alternatives is discussed in 
Chapter 2, Alternatives Including the Proposed Action. 
 

14-02 Thinning treatments proposed under Alternative 4 would thin stands from below to 
80 square feet of BA or half the existing stocking, whichever is less.  Commercial 
thinning, noncommercial thinning, prescribed burns, and fuel breaks would all 
decrease stocking of small-diameter pine (Chapter 2, Vegetation Treatments).  
Thinning of small-diameter pine was identified as Issue C (Chapter 1, Issues).  
Table 6 discloses acres of treatment proposed in small-diameter pine.   

The rationale for foregoing treatment of dense stands is disclosed in Chapter 2, 
Alternatives Considered but Eliminated from Detailed Study.   
 

14-03 Stands thinned to a maximum of 80 square feet of basal area are less susceptible to 
mountain pine beetle-caused losses (Chapter 2, Alternatives Considered in Detail – 
Vegetative Treatments; Chapter 3, Biological Environment – Forest Vegetation – 
Affected Environment – Insects and Disease).  Thinning objectives do not include 
the establishment of pine regeneration.  Establishment of pine regeneration is not 
an objective of the project. 
     

14-04 Proposed activities would not preclude future management actions to move toward 
uneven-aged stand conditions or diversity in stand age-class.   
  

14-05 Ponderosa pine regeneration treatments are not planned under any of the 
alternatives.  Stand susceptibility to mountain pine beetle-caused losses and the 
effects of proposed treatments are discussed in Chapter 3, Biological Environment 
– Affected Environment – Forest Vegetation – Insects and Disease; Environmental 
Consequences – Direct and Indirect Effects – Insects and Disease.  The objective of 
the EIS is to disclose the effects of proposed activities. 
 

14-06 Past actions that have contributed to existing conditions are discussed in Chapter 3, 
Biological Environment – Forest Vegetation – Cumulative Effects.   
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Comment Response 

14-07 Stands experiencing intense beetle-caused mortality generally are dense and have 
had little or no recent treatment.  In Chapter 3, the Biological Environment – Forest 
Vegetation – Affected Environment – Insects and Disease section discusses stand 
susceptibility to mountain pine beetle and past outbreaks of mountain pine beetle.  
The effects of the proposed treatments are disclosed in Chapter 3, Biological 
Environment – Forest Vegetation – Environmental Consequences. 

Protection of communities is discussed in Chapter 3, Physical Environment – Fire 
Hazard and Fuel Loading. 
 

14-08 Factors affecting the intensity and severity of wildfires are discussed in Chapter 3, 
Physical Environment – Fire Hazard and Fuel Loading. 
 

14-09 The EIS acknowledges that mountain pine beetle risk will increase in stands as 
trees grow.  See Chapter 3, Biological Environment – Forest Vegetation – 
Environmental Consequences – Forest Insects.  
 

14-10 If an action alternative is selected, the term of resulting commercial timber sales 
would be one to three years, depending on the size of the sale.  Activities would 
probably be implemented in more than one sale due to the size of the area and 
scope of activities.  Cutting units in a given sale may be prioritized for harvest 
based on the urgency of the treatment and local beetle populations.  Implementation 
of non-commercial activities would depend on availability of funding.   
 

14-11 Attributes of stands proposed for treatment are disclosed in Appendix D.  
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Comment Response 

14-12 Sanitation cutting and timing are discussed in Chapter 2, Vegetation Treatments.  
Sanitation cutting has taken place within the required time frame in the past on the 
Northern Hills Ranger District, and baiting further increases the effectiveness of 
this treatment (Chapter 2, Vegetation Treatments – Sanitation Cutting – Bait and 
Sanitation Cutting; Commercial Thinning, Bait and Sanitation Cutting).  A large 
number of beetles attracted to a site would reflect successful treatment and would 
decrease mortality in other areas of the forest.   
 

14-13 The EIS includes statements regarding intent of shaded fuelbreaks and their surface 
and canopy fuel structure (Chapter 2; Chapter 3, Physical Environment – Fire 
Hazard and Fuel Loading). Statements have been clarified in the FEIS. 
 

14-14 Revised Forest Plan standard 3202 pertains to creation of barriers to movement of 
wildlife and people.  Standard 3203, which requires a minimum of 20% screening 
along arterial and collector roads, would be met via mitigation under all 
alternatives. 
 

14-15 Table 75 displays cumulative effects of past treatments in regard to mountain pine 
beetle risk.  Forest vegetation diversity is discussed in Chapter 3, Biological 
Environment – Forest Vegetation – Environmental Consequences – Direct and 
Indirect Effects – Stand Diversity; and Cumulative Effects – Alternative 1, and 
Alternatives 2, 3, and 4. 
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Comment Response 

14-16 The planning team developed a range of alternatives in response to issues raised 
during scoping (Chapter 1, Issues).  Rationale for the alternatives in response to 
issues is disclosed in Chapter 2, Alternatives Including the Proposed Action. 
 

14-17 Commercial and non-commercial thinning and fuel break treatments would thin 
from below, removing the smallest trees in the stand (Chapter 2, Biological 
Environment – Vegetative Treatments – Commercial Thinning, Non-commercial 
thinning, and Shaded Fuel Breaks treatment descriptions; also see Table 6, Issue C, 
Small-diameter Pine Stands Thinned.  Acres that would be treated within a half-
mile of private property are disclosed in Table 6, Issue F.  
 

14-18 The pine engraver beetle (Ips spp.) is discussed in Chapter 3, Biological 
Environment – Forest Vegetation – Affected Environment – Insects and Disease; 
Environmental Consequences – Direct and Indirect Effects – Forest Insects. 
 

14-19 In addition to activities proposed under the modified proposed action and 
alternatives, there are on-going activities in the project area associated with P.L. 
107-206, and the Boulder, Redhill, Piedmont, Kirk, Cavern, and Dano timber sales.  
These activities are summarized in Table 72, Acres of Vegetation Treatment within 
the Elk Bugs and Fuel Project Area.  The effects of the proposed activities on pine 
regeneration are discussed in Chapter 3, Biological Environment – Forest 
Vegetation – Environmental Consequences – Stand Structure and Stocking; and 
Cumulative Effects. 
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Comment Response 

14-20 Stand stocking and mountain pine beetle risk are discussed in Chapter 2, Vegetation 
Treatments – Commercial Thinning; and Chapter 3, Biological Environment – 
Forest Vegetation – Affected Environment – Insects and Disease.   

The EIS discusses projected fire behavior and hazard ratings by alternative and how 
these were determined (Chapter 3, Physical Environment – Fire Hazard and Fuel 
Loading). Clarification of fire hazard ratings has been added to the FEIS. 
 

14-21 Cover type is based on data in the district RMRIS database.  Cover type reflects the 
tree species with predominant basal area in the stand.  Where discrepancies were 
found during field reconnaissance, the database was updated to more accurately 
reflect site conditions.  The district vegetation database will be updated as necessary 
upon implementation of the selected alternative.    
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Comment Response 

14-22 Table 70 has been updated.  Table 70 reflects estimated post-treatment stocking for 
all stands.   
 

14-23 Table 70 has been updated.  Effects of proposed treatments on mountain pine beetle 
are discussed in Chapter 3, Biological Environment/Forest 
Vegetation/Environmental Consequences/Insects and Disease (last paragraph).   
 

14-24 Table 70, Post Treatment Ponderosa Pine Stocking, shows the stocking of all 
ponderosa pine stands in the project area.  Treatment may not change the stocking 
class of a stand (example: a stand at 78 BA thinned to 39 BA would not change 
stocking class; it is currently in the 0-39% AMD class and would remain in the 0-
39% class). 

Acreage figures in Table 62, Stocking by Covertype are based on the most current 
RMRIS data.  There is no AMD information in the database for 14,093 acres of 
ponderosa pine covertype (column titled “No Data”).  Table 70 reflects estimated 
post-treatment stocking; post-treatment stocking was estimated for all sites for each 
alternative. 
 

14-25 Table 70 has been updated.  
 

14-26 If an action alternative is selected, a District silviculturist will prepare site-specific 
stand prescriptions prior to implementation.  No coppice treatment is proposed in 
hardwood stands, other than prescribed burning (Chapter 2, Vegetative 
Treatments/Commercial Hardwood Restoration and Non-commercial Hardwood 
Restoration). 
 

14-27 Hardwood stands would be monitored after burning.  Monitoring would determine 
the need for additional measures to protect regeneration. 
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Comment Response 

14-28 Approximately 821 acres (50%) of aspen have been regenerated in the project area 
since 1980, and an additional 54 acres (3%) are planned in ongoing projects (Table 
66). 
 

14-29 Aspen is a seral species on 18,824 acres in the project area, and many pine stands 
on these sites have remnant aspen in the understory.  Plant associations are listed in 
Chapter 3, Biological Environment/Forest Vegetation: Table 60 – Habitat Types 
and General Characteristics.  

Leaving some conifers retains existing within-stand tree species diversity, and is 
consistent with Revised Forest Plan direction.  Standard 2205 states: “When 
treating mixed conifer/hardwood stands to meet the hardwood restoration objective 
(201), leave no more than 10 overstory conifers per acre, and treat the conifer 
understory and hardwood component in order to shift the dominance of basal area 
from conifer to hardwood.” 
 

14-30 Clearcutting or coppice regeneration methods are acceptable management options 
for aspen.  See Revised Forest Plan standard 2408.  

The acceptable mortality from prescribed fire described in the EIS represents the 
maximum allowable mortality in conifer stands.  Statements have been added to 
clarify the use of prescribed fire in hardwood stands (Chapter 3, Physical 
Environment – Fire Hazard and Fuel Loading). 
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Comment Response 

14-31 Hardwood maintenance and restoration treatments that remove pine were proposed 
in all aspen stands not identified as high-potential sensitive plant habitat. 
 

14-32 Prescribed burning is an acceptable method of regenerating aspen (DeByle and 
Winokur).  The effects of burning hardwoods are discussed in Chapter 3, Biological 
Environment – Forest Vegetation – Direct and Indirect Effects – Stand Structure 
and Stocking – Stand Diversity.  Burned hardwood stands will be monitored to 
verify adequate stocking and determine if protection measures are needed for 
regeneration.  
 

14-33 The proposed action was originally designed in response to the purpose of and need 
for action described in Chapter 1.  A range of alternatives was developed in 
response to significant issues raised during scoping (Chapter 1, Issues).  Rationale 
for the alternatives in response to issues is disclosed in Chapter 2, Alternatives 
Including the Proposed Action. 
 

14-34 Treatments proposed in MA 5.4 are expected to improve foraging habitat on 
National Forest System lands, including those adjacent to private lands.  With 
improved forage conditions, wintering big game are more likely to remain on 
federal lands. 
 

14-35 The EIS section addressing big game habitat states that forage condition (i.e., lack 
of shrubs, hardwood stand conditions, and early seral vegetation) has been 
implicated in decreased herd numbers in the Black Hills.  Treatments in Alternative 
3, most specifically, are designed to improve foraging habitat.  The statement 
concerning roads as the primary limiting factor for big game is related to the 
HABCAP model and the weight given to open road densities when assessing 
habitat effectiveness.  This statement has been re-phrased in the FEIS. 
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14-36 The EIS states that forage conditions within the project area, and on the Forest in 
general, require improvement.  Treatments, including hardwood maintenance, 
prescribed fire, thinning, precommercial thinning, and patch cuts and meadow 
maintenance in Alternative 3, are expected to increase available forage.  In 
addition, road closures are expected to increase available habitat.  
  

14-37 Modifications of the HABCAP model as related to the Phase 2 Amendment are 
outside the scope of this project. 
 

14-38 The EIS states that all action alternatives would improve habitat conditions for big 
game as measured by the habitat effectiveness index.  Improved big game habitat is 
expected to improve prey base for mountain lions.   
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Comment Response 

14-39 All roads constructed would be permanent roads. 

The interdisciplinary team determined that proposed treatments would meet 
Revised Forest Plan direction and the purpose of and need for the project; the 
additional roads are necessary to reach the proposed treatment areas. 

Refer to road density charts in the Transportation section of Chapter 3 for a 
comparison of open roads to closed roads. 
 

14-40 The alternatives considered in the EIS were designed to be consistent with existing 
laws, regulations, and the Revised Forest Plan, including the Phase 1 Amendment.  
At this time, there are no foreseen impacts to this project related to the Phase 2 
Forest Plan Amendment, changes in National Forest planning regulations, or the 
Healthy Forests Initiative. 
 

14-41 All proposed activities are listed in Chapter 2: Vegetation Treatments, and 
Transportation Activities.  Funding of the proposed activities would be determined 
at the time of implementation.   
 

14-42 A list of species tracked by the South Dakota Natural Heritage Program was 
requested and received for the Northern Hills Ranger District in February 2003.   
 

14-43 The citation has been removed.   
 

14-44 A copy of the final report on monitoring of project implementation will be sent to 
the commentator upon completion of project activities. 
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Comment Response 

14-45 Table 40 has been changed from chains to feet for clarity. 
 

14-46 The planning team reviewed scientific documents concerning ponderosa pine 
ecosystems throughout the western U.S.  Although variation exists from one 
location to another, it is a common practice to use scientific documents in this 
manner. 

Requested citations: 
Brown, Peter M., and Carolyn Hull Sieg. 1996. Fire History in Interior Ponderosa 
Pine Communities of the Black Hills, South Dakota USA. Int. J. Wildland Fire 6(3) 
97-105. 
Biswell, Harold H., et al. 1973. Ponderosa Fire Management. Tall Timbers 
Research Station, Tallahassee, Florida.    
 

14-47 The proposed action was originally designed in response to the purpose of and need 
for action described in Chapter 1.  A range of alternatives was developed in 
response to significant issues raised during scoping (Chapter 1, Issues).  Rationale 
for the alternatives in response to issues is disclosed in Chapter 2, Alternatives 
Including the Proposed Action. 
 

14-48 The cited reference has been added. 
 

14-49 Table 53 displays the resulting condition class only for stands that have been 
treated or are planned for treatment.  This represents only a percentage of stands 
within the project boundary.  The EIS describes the resulting change to condition 
class, and states that each condition class represents a range of values.  Limitations 
on treatment of high hazard areas are discussed in Chapter 3, Physical Environment 
– Fire Hazard and Fuel Loading.  Treatment effectiveness is displayed in the same 
location.  A map of condition classes has been added to the map set. 
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Comment Response 

14-50 The range of alternatives was developed in response to significant issues raised 
during scoping (Chapter 1, Issues).  Rationale for the alternatives in response to 
issues is disclosed in Chapter 2, Alternatives Including the Proposed Action. 
 

14-51 The planning team does not believe that maintaining early and late successional 
habitats and reducing stand-level disturbance are mutually exclusive goals.  All 
structural stage 5 and most 4C and stands would be exempt from stand-altering 
treatments.  The action alternatives treat 3% or less of project area 4C stands.  
Therefore, most of these stands would remain available for species that require this 
habitat type.  All action alternatives would increase structural stage 4A and 
implement prescribed burning treatments, increasing available big game forage as 
well as accelerating tree diameter and height growth for transition into future stands 
of large trees with open understories.  The planning team did not believe that 
clearcutting within the Elk Bugs and Fuel Project Area was warranted at this time 
given the lack of large trees on the landscape and the presence of past overstory 
removal units that remain in early seral condition.   

The proposed action was designed in response to the purpose of and need for action 
described in Chapter 1.  Alternatives were developed in response to issues and are 
described in Chapter 2.  Alternative 3 was developed in response to issues D and E, 
which are related to wildlife habitat.  The team did not determine that wildlife 
habitat and insect infestation/fuel hazard issues are mutually exclusive.     
 

14-52 Table 6 displays a comparison of the alternatives in relation to significant issues 
identified through public scoping.  Chapter 2 provides a narrative summary 
comparison of the alternatives by resource area.   
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Comment Response 

15-01 No response necessary.   
 

15-02 The EIS requires, rather than suggests, that BMPs be incorporated into the proposed 
project.  Mandatory BMPs applicable to roads and stream crossings are listed in 
Appendix B: Mitigation Measures, under the following sections: Roads, Streamside 
Management Zones, Connected Disturbed Areas, Water, Fisheries, and Riparian 
Areas, Water Influence Zones, and Wetlands.  Discussion of the application of 
BMPs occurs in the Physical Environment – Hydrology and Soils – Environmental 
Consequences – Direct and Indirect Effects – Mass Movement, Water Quality, and 
Floodplain and Fisheries sections of Chapter 3.   
 

The number of stream crossings used by vehicles is limited under BMPs and is 
incorporated into Appendix B.  BMPs are required regardless of how long the road 
is used. 

Forest policy is to close temporary roads in such a manner that continued use by the 
public is not possible.   
 

15-03 The project proposal includes a design criterion restricting the months in which 
ground disturbing instream work may take place. 
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Dear Ms. Krueger: 
 
The hardcopy of the attached letter will arrive by mail. 
Please contact Brad Crowder, EPA Lead Reviewer for this project with 
any 
questions (303)312-6396. 
 
Sincerely, 
Phil Strobel 
 
-----------------------------------------------------------------------
------ 
 
Philip Strobel 
EPA Region 8 - NEPA Program 
303.312.6704 
 
================ 
 
                             July 14, 2003 
 
Ref: EPR-N 
 
John C. Twiss, Forest Supervisor 
RR 2, Box 200 
Custer, SD  57730 
 
Elizabeth Krueger, 
National Environmental Policy Act Coordinator 
Northern Hills Ranger District 
2014 Main Street 
Spearfish, SD  57783 
 
                            Re:     "Elk Bugs and Fuels" Draft 
                                    Environmental Impact Statement; 
                                    Black Hills National Forest, 
                                    Northern Hills Ranger District; 
                                    Lawrence and Meade Counties, South 
                                    Dakota; May, 2003; CEQ #030244 
 
Dear Mr. Twiss and Ms. Krueger: 
 
      The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 8 (EPA) has 
reviewed the "Elk Bugs and Fuel Project" Draft Environmental Impact 
Statement (DEIS) in accordance with our responsibilities, under the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and Section 309 of the Clean 
Air Act, to evaluate the overall impacts to human and natural 
environments. 
 
        EPA notes that the proposed harvest and treatment acreage 
associated with this project, and cumulatively with the proposed 
Prairie Project, are significant in their geographic extent, and that 
the Forest Service attempted to balance statutory requirements, public 
input, and 
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stakeholder interests in both projects.  Based on our earlier comments 
and discussions and understandings with the Forest Service, we offer a 
number of comments and questions to provide further clarification in 
the Final EIS. 
 
Soil Erosion and Water Quality 
 
      The modeled erosion rates reported in the DEIS indicate that the 
likely erosion and sedimentation rates are substantially less for 
Alternative 2, among alternatives that partially meet the Purpose and 
Need.  Expected sediment losses for Alternative 2 are less than half of 
those for the Proposed Action, Alternative 4.  As reported in the DEIS 
(Table 27), the expected total average annual losses of sediment to 
streams for each alternative are 
 
 
                                     Minimum      Maximum 
                        Alternative 1     2,655 tons  10,136 tons 
                        Alternative 2       541 tons   1,205 tons 
                        Alternative 3     1,239 tons   3,238 tons 
 
                        Alternative 4   1,314 tons     2,701 tons 
 
These and other soil and water quality impacts listed in the DEIS 
(pages 
60 - 80) indicate that Alternative 2 is more protective of the aquatic 
environment than the Proposed Action. 
 
Mountain Pine Bark (MPB) Beetle Infestation 
 
      Given current science about beetle ecology, management 
technology, 
and available funding, control and suppression activities appear most 
likely to be successful where protection is targeted on the most highly 

1
6

-0
1

 

valued management areas, such as wildland-urban interface zones, 
campgrounds and other structures.  Because management actions will not 
stop a beetle epidemic, we recommend concentrating control and 
suppression actions on areas where individual tree loss would be 
detrimental to the values associated with an area. 
 
      EPA recommends that larger trees be retained to the extent 
possible to retain the most fire resistant trees thereby promoting 
long-term soil retention, as well as other ecological benefits. 
Proposed treatments in each alternative focus on objectives to (1) 
reduce hazardous fuel concentrations and (2) reduce stand 
susceptibility to beetle infestation.  These two objectives may 
conflict where the proposed treatments, particularly for commercial 
harvest, will remove larger trees that are both more susceptible to MPB 
beetle attack and are the most fire resistant trees. 
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Comment Response 

16-01 Under all action alternatives, most actions are proposed in the vicinity of private 
lands (Chapter 1, Issues, Issue F, and Table 6, Response of Alternatives to the 
Issues).  Table 6 displays acres of treatment within a half-mile of private land. 
 

16-02 Proposed thinning treatments would thin from below, removing the smaller trees in 
the stand.  See Chapter 2, Alternatives Considered in Detail – Vegetative 
Treatments – Commercial Thinning and Non-commercial Thinning. 
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 The FEIS should discuss the natural role that beetles play in 
forest health and succession and how the need for future treatments 
varies among alternatives.  EPA has a bibliography, 
http://www.epa.gov/region08/compliance/nepa/nepadocs/beetlebib.html, 
that addresses many forest management issues, including MPB beetle 
management.  The citations provided below refer to references in that 
bibliography.  Much of the public perceives epidemic beetle populations 
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as part of an unhealthy forest environment.  EPA understands the 
importance of protecting designated values in the analysis area and 
adjacent, private land interface zones.  However, beetles, fires, and 
other natural disturbances can foster a healthy, diverse forest. 
Forests have proven resilient, if not dependent, on the boom and bust 
cycles of MPB beetle (Alexander 1974; Baker and Veblen 1990; 
McCambridge and Knight 1972; USDA Forest Service 2000; Zhang et al., 
1999).  Beetle infestations serve as disturbance and regeneration 
agents similar to the role of fire and, to some degree, of mechanical 
thinning or harvest that can be designed to mimic or replace those 
natural functions.  After beetle outbreaks, forests are often thinner 
and more diverse and, therefore, more capable of sustaining 
regenerative ground fires or smaller, stand-replacing fires that 
ponderosa ecosystems depend on for their evolution (Schmid and Mata 
1992; USDA Forest Service 2000). 
 
      Considering that beetle infestations are cyclic in nature, are 
multiple future treatments anticipated for the analysis area, and will 
funding be available for sustaining those treatments?  Aggressive 
forest fire suppression, especially when combined with the effects of 
extensive livestock grazing, can result in a thicker, less diverse 
forest that is more prone to catastrophic, stand-replacing fire events 
and large-scale beetle infestations.  The Proposed Action will require 
the Forest Service to intervene on an ongoing basis, to maintain 
conditions that minimize the risks of insect and disease epidemics.   
Thinning will result in more uniform spacing, species and age class and 
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lead to greater need for active management of fuels in the future, 
such as repeated thinning that suppresses natural succession.   
If a project goal is to create conditions which will make insect and 
disease epidemics less likely to develop in the future, some studies 
suggest that beyond the first few years of extensive tree mortality 
from beetles and fine fuel input from standing dead trees, the risk of 
catastrophic wildfire decreases again to background levels (e.g., 
Schmid and Mata 1996). 
 
 
Fire/Fuels Management 
 
      It would be helpful if the Forest Service quantifies in the FEIS 
how much land adjacent to or near private property will be treated 
under each alternative, to evaluate their effectiveness.  Quantified 
measures would support the DEIS's objectives for Issue F ("Propose more 
treatments near private property," consistent with the P.L. 107-206 
requirement to thin stands within 200 feet of private property) and the 
DEIS indicator measure for "acres of treatments within ½ mile of 
private property" (page 11).  We did not note where that effectiveness  
to treat lands near private property and wildland-urban interface zones  
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was evaluated.  EPA concurs that management actions to reduce the risk 
of catastrophic wildfire are most likely to be successful where 
protection is focused on wildland-urban interface zones and near 
structures.  Allowing for more natural forest succession in other areas 
that do not have urban use values would better support wildlife habitat 
and other goals, such as old-forest structure and water quality. 
 
 
 

Comment Response 

16-03 The natural role beetles play in forest health and succession is discussed in Chapter 
3, Biological Environment – Forest Vegetation – Existing Silvicultural Conditions 
– Insects and Disease; and Environmental Consequences – Stand Structure and 
Stocking, Stand Diversity. 
 

16-04 Chapter 3 discusses the temporary reduction of risk in the Biological Environment 
– Forest Vegetation – Environmental Consequences – Direct and Indirect Effects – 
Forest Insects section.  Future entries are probable, barring unforeseen 
circumstances.     
 

16-05 Most proposed activities would take place near private lands.  See Chapter 1, 
Issues, Issue F, and Table 6, Response of Alternatives to the Issues.  Table 6 
displays the acres of treatment within ½ mile of private land. 

Information has been added to the FEIS to display the number of acres that would 
be treated within ½ mile of private property.  See Chapter 3, Physical Environment 
– Fire Hazard and Fuel Loading. 
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      The goal to discourage natural forest succession (Chapter 1, page 
9), by harvesting ponderosa pine to enhance hardwood stands, appears to 
run counter to objectives for both mature ponderosa pine forest and 
associated meadow habitats.  By discouraging natural succession, those 
actions may increase the intermediate- to long-term risk of wildfire in 
back country areas that are not near or adjacent to the wildland-urban 
interface zone.  All action alternatives seek to create more grass-forb 
habitat for elk and deer.  However, the DEIS discusses the limitations 
of older-growth forest habitats to support sensitive species in the 
project area and the cumulative impacts area (pages 160-186).  For 
example, it is stated that there is "... a lack of large trees as well 
as late and old forest structure (currently 47 acres of structural 
stage 5) across the landscape" (page 182).  In addition, grass-forb-
shrub meadow habitat, which currently limits elk and deer populations, 
is consistent with mature, late-succession/old-growth structure in 
ponderosa pine ecosystems.  The FEIS should identify whether increases 
in forage and livestock access from the Proposed Action (pages 211-214) 
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may negate gains in elk and deer habitat and harm sensitive wildlife 
species.  In addition, livestock grazing has been shown to be a 
significant factor in enhancing the risks of wildfire. 
 
      Given the evolving understandings about fire management and the 
conflicting anecdotal information and science on fire behavior, EPA 
urges the Forest Service to consider setting priorities for treatments 
where the effectiveness for fire prevention is maximized and adverse 
environmental impacts may be minimized.  One such approach would be to: 
 
              o   First treat areas near and adjacent to private 
            property and recreation facilities for fire and MPB beetle 
            infestation by using mechanical thinning, prescribed fire, 
            bait and sanitation cutting, and fuel breaks. 
 
              o   For areas that are managed for commercial timber 
            production, emphasize harvest first in those areas thathave 
            system roads and minimize the impacts to important wildlife 
            habitats and aquatic ecosystems. 
 
              o   In other areas, consider allowing ponderosa pine 
            systems to move towards late succession forest over some 
            portion of the project area by limited management practices 
            (for example, using prescribed fire) or, where possible, by 
            eliminating active management.  The goal for such practices 
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            would be (1) to enhance wildlife habitat and other 
            ecological values in areas that are most important to 

sensitive and important wildlife, and (2) to study fire   
risk and behavior in naturally succeeding areas. 
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Roads 
 
      The Proposed Action's expansion of total road mileage could 
conflict with project objectives to reduce fire risks.  Where roads are 
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constructed and improved, the Proposed Action may increase the use of 
motorized and non-motorized recreation.  Particularly where more roads 
are constructed near existing residential and other private lands, the 
risks of wildfire ignition, noxious weeds, and other adverse impacts 
will increase both in those areas and in more easily accessed back 
country areas. 
 
      In the DEIS, the action alternatives propose to decommission 55.9 
to 62.0 miles of roads, an action supported by EPA as among the best 
means of restoring aquatic habitat impacted by sediment.   The DEIS 
also indicates "(N)on-system roads not needed for management or other 
uses will be obliterated or decommissioned as the opportunity arises."  
It would be helpful to understand the impacts from these routes on 
recreation access and activities, wildlife habitat, erosion and 
sedimentation, and other resources and activities.  The FEIS should 
indicate whether decommissioned roads will be obliterated by being 
ripped, re-contoured, re-seeded, gated and monitored, or a combination 
of these techniques.  Some detrimental effects of roads include habitat 
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fragmentation, water channelization, sediment transport and increased 
human use and concentration. 
 
Environmentally Preferred Alternative 
 
      EPA noted that the DEIS indicates very little or no difference in 
the effectiveness of fire protection measures reported for Alternatives 
2 and 4, for reduction of fuel hazard ratings (Table 46), fuels and 
fire behavior indicators (Table 47), post-treatment fire type (Table 
48), fire regime condition class (Table 49), and fire regime class 
(Table54).  Alternative 4 is reported to include additional thinning 
and other activities adjacent to private property, including an 
additional 323 acres of thinning and over 550 more prescribed burning 
(Table 101 vs. 
Table 99). 
 
      The risks of MPB beetle infestation and damage are understandably 
difficult to predict and quantify.  However, Alternative 4 has much 
lower cost effectiveness than Alternative 2 (net economic benefits of ? 
$1.5 million compared to ? $726,000 for Alternative 2, Table 102). 
Alternative 2 also results in significantly less adverse impacts to 
wildlife habitat, soil and water resources, and other environmental 
resources. 
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Comment Response 

16-06 Early succession hardwood stands require periodic disturbance, such as wildfire, to 
persist through time.  Fire suppression allows conifers to encroach on and 
eventually displace hardwoods on the landscape.  Treatments that remove conifers 
from hardwood stands generally discourage succession.  Due to the importance of 
hardwood stands to many plant and animal species, the Revised Forest Plan 
emphasizes restoring or maintaining hardwoods throughout the Forest.   

As stated in the DEIS, hardwood stands in the Black Hills are considered less 
flammable than conifer stands and are unlikely to support crown fire activity 
(Chapter 3, Physical Environment – Fire Hazard and Fuel Loading).  In addition, 
hardwoods made up a larger portion of the landscape historically (Black Hills Land 
and Resource Management Plan 1996) 
 

16-07 Proposed treatments focus on areas surrounding private property (Chapter 1, 
Purpose and Need items 2 and 4; Chapter 1, Issues, Issue F; and Table 6, Issue F). 

An alternative with no new road construction was considered; see Chapter 2, 
Alternatives Considered But Eliminated from Detailed Study. 

Impacts on late successional forest habitat are disclosed in Tables 77, 78, 79, and 
80.  Most dense, late successional forest habitat would remain untreated under all 
alternatives. 
 

16-08 Analysis of fire records (1970-1996) shows that 67% of all ignitions were caused 
by lightning.  Recreational use accounted for less than 10 % of all fire starts on the 
Forest.  Any increase in fire occurrence due to road development would likely be 
offset by the shorter response time and increased use of firefighting equipment 
afforded by access from developed roads (Revised Forest Plan). 
 

16-09 Methods used to decommission roads would vary according to site-specific 
conditions.  In each individual situation, the Forest Service would generally use the 
method that would cause the least ground disturbance while effectively closing the 
road.  Methods may include but are not limited to ripping, seeding, water-barring, 
slashing, removal, and blocking. 
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  Because of the significant adverse impacts from the Proposed 
Action, EPA recommends that the Forest Service develop a modified 
version of Alternative 2 for the Environmentally Preferred Alternative, 
and give consideration to selecting that alternative as the Proposed 
Action.  Suggested modifications to reduce adverse environmental 
impactsand improve project effectiveness include: 
 
 
              1.  Minimize the miles of new road construction for 
            commercial timber harvest along existing system roads. 
 
              2.  Obliterate existing system and non-system roads that 
            are no longer needed. 
 
              3.  Minimize cutting and thinning in back-country areas, 
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            to protect wildlife habitat to the extent practicable and 
            achieve old forest structure goals. 
 
EPA'S DEIS Rating 
 
      EPA evaluates the potential effects of proposed actions and the 
adequacy of the information in a DEIS.  The Proposed Action 
(Alternative 4) and Alternatives 2 and 3 are rated "EC-2" 
(environmental concerns, insufficient information) under EPA's ratings 
criteria (enclosed).  The "EC" rating means that the Alternative does 
not require substantial changes, but EPA has identified environmental 
impacts that should be avoided to fully protect the environment.  The 
rating is based on EPA's concerns regarding the potential adverse 
impacts to water quality, soil erosion, and wildlife habitats.  The 
potential for significant environmental degradation can be reduced by 
modifying the Proposed Action to (1) maintain or enhance selective 
actions in the wildland-urban interface zone, (2) reduce the overall 
impacts from timber harvesting, and (3) encourage natural succession to 
mature ponderosa pine forest structure in back country and important 
wildlife habitats.  The "2" rating means that the DEIS lacked 
sufficient information to thoroughly assess an alternative with the 
potential to achieve objectives to minimize fire risk and epidemic 
insect infestation while minimizing or fully mitigating the adverse 
environmental impacts to soil, water, wildlife, and other resources. 
 
 
      Thank you for your willingness to consider our comments as you 
prepare the Final EIS.  If you have any questions or would like to 
discuss our comments, please contact Brad Crowder of my staff at (303) 
312-6396 or by email at crowder.brad@epa.gov. 
 
                               
Sincerely, 
Original signed by Phil 
Strobel for 
 
                                          Cynthia Cody 
                                          Director, NEPA Program 
                                          Office of Ecosystems 
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Protection and Remediation 
 
Enclosure 
 
 

Comment Response 

16-10 An alternative with no new road construction was considered; see Chapter 2, 
Alternatives Considered But Eliminated from Detailed Study. 

Obliteration of unneed roads is proposed under Alternatives 2, 3, and 4 (Chapter 1, 
Purpose of and Need for Action, item 8; Chapter 1, Issues, Issue B; Chapter 2, 
Transportation Activities – Decommissioning; Tables 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6). 

Proposed treatments focus on areas surrounding private property (Chapter 1, 
Purpose and Need items 2 and 4; Chapter 1, Issues, Issue F; and Table 6, Issue F). 
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Comment Response 

17-01 The Revised Forest Plan determines recreation opportunity spectrum (ROS) classes 
used to manage recreation settings.  All action alternatives would meet Revised 
Forest Plan goals, objectives and ROS guidelines.  Reevaluation of the elements of 
the ROS system is outside the scope of this project.  Refer to the annual Forest 
Monitoring Report for information on ROS updates. 
 

17-02 Activities on the Bearlodge Ranger District are outside the scope of this analysis.   
 

17-03 See response to Comment 17-01. 
 

17-04 To maintain the semi-primitive non-motorized setting, proposals have been 
modified to include decommissioning of any new roads constructed in MA 3.32 
after harvest is completed. 

The Forest monitors ROS annually and updates classifications if necessary.  The 
most recent available monitoring report (2001) concluded that no changes had 
occurred to the ROS as mapped in the Revised Forest Plan.  If an action alternative 
is selected, the area would be examined for any necessary ROS updates after the 
project is completed.   
 

Appendix E                                       Response to Comments                                          183 
 



Elk Bugs and Fuels Project Final Environmental Impact Statement 

 
 
 
 

 

1
7

-0
4

 
1

7
-0

5
 

1
7

-0
6

 
1

7
-0

7
 

Appendix E                                       Response to Comments                                          184 
 



Elk Bugs and Fuels Project Final Environmental Impact Statement 

 

Comment Response 

17-05 See response to Comment 17-01. 
 

17-06 See response to Comment 17-01. 
 

17-07 The Forest Service has made every effort to clarify maps contained in the EIS.  
There are limitations on the amount of information that can be displayed on maps 
of this scale.  Larger, more detailed maps are available on request.   
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Comment Response 

17-08 There is no Veteran Boulder Timber Sale on the Northern Hills Ranger District.  
Timber sales implementing the actions authorized by the Record of Decision for the 
Veteran/Boulder EIS include Redhill and Boulder.  The Elk Bugs and Fuels EIS 
discloses and analyzes the cumulative effects of these actions (Tables 71 and 72). 
 

17-09 Forest-wide impacts on semi-primitive non-motorized ROS are outside the scope of 
this analysis.   
 

17-10 The discussion of management areas (Chapter 1) has been improved. 
 

17-11 The scenic integrity objectives used to manage scenic resources are determined at 
the forest-wide planning level.  All action alternatives would meet Revised Forest 
Plan goals, objectives and scenic integrity guidelines.  Reevaluation of elements of 
the scenery management system are outside the scope of this project. 
 

17-12 Treatments to maintain hardwood stands are included in all action alternatives.  See 
Chapter 2, Alternatives Considered in Detail – Vegetative Treatments – 
Commercial Hardwood Restoration, Noncommercial Hardwood Restoration 
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Comment Response 

17-13 The cover type of all forest stands in the project area was identified and is included 
in the Project File.  Treatments to maintain hardwood stands are included in all 
action alternatives.  See Chapter 2, Alternatives Considered in Detail – Vegetative 
Treatments – Commercial Hardwood Restoration, Noncommercial Hardwood 
Restoration.  Proposed activities focus on areas near private lands (Table 6, Issue 
F). 
 

17-14 Management of private land is outside the scope of this project. 
 

17-15 Proposed actions may be accomplished using a variety of means, including timber 
sale contracts, service contracts, Forest Service crews, stewardship contracts, and 
agreements with private landowners. 
 

17-16 Refer to response 17-14. 
 

17-17 Hardwood treatments are included in Alternatives 2, 3, and 4, and meadow 
enhancement is included in Alternative 3 (Chapter 2).  The original proposed action 
proposed more acreage of hardwood treatments than the modified proposed action 
or alternatives; rationale for modifying the original proposed action is disclosed in 
Chapter 2, Alternatives Considered but Eliminated from Detailed Study – Original 
Proposed Action. 
 

17-18 Proposed treatments would address hazardous fuel conditions in the project area, 
particularly in the wildland-urban interface.  The project fuels specialist used local 
weather records and topography to estimate the hazard and risk of wildfire to 
established values (Chapter 3, Physical Environment – Fire Hazard and Fuel 
Loading). 
 

17-19 See Revised Forest Plan Appendix A (pp. A-12, A-13) for discussion of range of 
natural variability. 
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